Religious pluralism is a term for religious diversity that imputes positive meaning to religion and encourages appreciation of religion's many forms. As a term used to describe religious diversity in the United States, religious pluralism conveys respect for the contributions that religious traditions have made and continue to make to American society. Implying that religion is common ground in a shared democratic culture, people who use the term often convey idealism about religion's role in upholding democracy.
Religious pluralism thrives in academic settings where instructors lead students to slip imaginatively into different religious worlds and belief systems. With students expected to be open-minded learners respectful of others, the classroom is well-suited for such explorations. Removed from the communities, practices, and authority structures of lived religions, students in an academic class are exempt from pressures to conform to the religious beliefs and practices they are studying. Students can examine the structures of various belief systems and ritual practices, including their own, with an investigative spirit and sense of freedom that can be distinguished from participation in the behaviors, beliefs, and emotions that characterize particular traditions, and set those traditions apart from others.
The repressive, violent, and antisocial aspects of religion are hard to ignore, but the significance of these aspects declines insofar as the purpose of interpretation is to appreciate religion's most enriching and beneficial aspects. As a model for thinking about religion and religious diversity, pluralism tends to lift up most inspiring and socially constructive aspects of religion, and downplay those aspects that fall short or fail to harmonize. Thus from a pluralist approach, Islamist fundamentalism is more of a distortion than an authentic expression of Islamic faith. The Ku Klux Klan is not a true Christian movement, despite what its members say, but a misrepresentation of Christianity.
Commitment to religious pluralism as an interpretive framework encourages idealized representations of religion that deflect skepticism and social criticism of religion. It also elevates sympathy as an essential factor in understanding religion. While on the surface, sympathy seems to promote "fellow feeling" and interest in others, at a deeper level, it is an imaginative, even imaginary process grounded in self-interest. To quote literary critic Elizabeth Barnes in a chapter on "The Politics of Sympathy," "As one subject views another, she must imagine how the other feels; this can only be accomplished by projecting onto the other person what would be one's own feelings in that particular situation. According to this model," Barnes goes on to say, "personal feeling become the basis of both one's own and the other's authenticity." i If religious pluralism is predicated on sympathy for religion, and sympathy is a veiled form of self-interest, it has also been yoked to academic endeavors allied with the work of critical inquiry that have led to investigation of religious pluralism itself. Within the study of American religion, the more strenuously scholars have applied religious pluralism as a framework for interpreting American religious history, the clearer its influence as a type of religious idealism has become. Thanks to the work of historians who have used religious pluralism an interpretive framework, we are able to step back from using it to historicize it. As a result, we can now see how religious pluralism developed over time as an idealism linked to the historical development of religious studies and to larger forces within American religious history.
In my comments today, I want to support the claim that religious pluralism is a form of religious idealism with two arguments-first, that religious pluralism in religious studies derived from liberal protestantism after the Second World War in the context of Cold War politics; and second, that recent scholarly investigations of religious pluralism mark an important advance in the historiography of American religion enabling us to study the development of religious pluralism in religious studies and its antecedents in American religious history. The term religious pluralism gained currency in the 1970s as multiculturalism and identity politics came to the fore on many college campuses. Affirmations of religious pluralism enabled faculty and students to endorse multiculturalism while minimizing some of the conflicts associated with identity politics. In its universalism, denominational approach to religion, and embrace of scientific ways of thinking about humanity and social reform, religious studies in its early days carried on much of the work of liberal evangelicalism. Proponents of religious studies in the 1950s and 60s often maintained that all religions held essential elements in common, and often assumed that universal human religiosity was a good basis for social progress and peace. Such an idealistic approach to religion and religious difference was not something people could easily imbibe from news reports about how religious actually operated in the world. But they could learn it in religious studies courses. The American college classroom was an ideal space for learning and practicing religious pluralism.
The influence of continental philosophy contributed to this learning and practice especially through the teachings of Mircea Eliade and Paul Tillich. Their neo-Kantian appeals to universal structures of human consciousness, and to a universal human quest for meaning at work in all the different cultures and religious traditions of the world, carried considerable sway in academic studies of religion during its era of great expansion from the 1940s through the 1970s.
Eliade was a Romanian-born student of Indian yoga and Siberian shamanism who urged people to recapture some of the natural religiosity that primitives and mystics enjoyed. He promoted epiphanies of spiritual insight that revealed perennial structures of sacred time and space, and he denigrated historical thinking, suggesting that its deconstructive tendencies were responsible for making modern people alienated and unhappy.
In a complementary appeal to subjective experience, the German-born Paul
Tillich affirmed the existence of a universal, ultimately mystical realm of consciousness as the underground from which particular religions, and all forms of human art and expression, emerged. His teachings and those of Eliade influenced the academic study of religion at a critical juncture in its development, providing an idealist philosophical basis for conceptualizing religious pluralism and affirming its importance as a subject of study in American higher education. his underlying concern about the viability of religious pluralism as an effective mainstay of democracy had not been allayed. At the same time, he might be pleased that the work of historicizing religious pluralism has enabled us to better assess the relationship between religion in America and democracy.
